Geniuses and mavericks
Kathleen Wiltsey, executive director of the Archon X prize, acknowledges that a sequencing industry already exists, but says it still needs the stimulation the prize would bring: "Given the scale of the task and all the directions this can take, the industry is really underscaled for the demand. "
The prize will also capture the interest of people who weren't necessarily thinking about sequencing before, she adds. "The idea of the prize draws a lot of attention. It draws geniuses and mavericks out of the woodwork. "
George Church, director of the Lipper Center for Computational Genetics at Harvard Medical School in Boston, Massachusetts, who is on the advisory board for the Archon prize, thinks the winner will probably be someone from an established company that has deep pockets. "Everybody who's serious about it is already getting NIH money or venture capital, " he says.
But some are more optimistic about attracting attention. "I think it will encourage people to enter this field, " says Amit Meller, a bioengineer at Boston University who has been trying for nine years to use nanotechnology to speed up sequencing. "There are many others out there who are working quietly, and now they may start to be more aggressive. "
One point everyone agrees on is the power of the X-prize model to focus public attention on the social and political issues surrounding a field. For the H prize, that means energy policy, says Inglis; for the latest X prize, it's how to interpret and protect genomic information.
Francis Collins, director of the US National Human Genome Research Institute, has seized this opportunity to voice his concerns about protecting the privacy of genomic information. Genomics entrepreneur Craig Venter, on the other hand, has used his time in the spotlight to talk about the need to educate the public about the fallacy of genetic determinism.
Church adds that other industries will also start thinking about how to capitalize on the coming flood of genomic sequences. "This will make downstream users start thinking about it ahead of time, " says Church. "It's like having a contest for Internet browsers back in 1992. " ■ Heidi Ledford X marks the spot: the first private team to sequence 100 human genomes in 10 days will win $10 million. 
